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Abstract 
This paper aims to introduce the open-plan school project, first introduced in the 1950s in the United Kingdom 
and then spread to the world. Originating from projects with the purpose of cutting costs in the construction os 
new schools after the World Warr II, these schools began to create a new environment and bringing new 
pedagogical possibilities. For the rejection by teachers in charge of this new space, free of classrooms, it was 
proposed a successful example of the Escola da Pontre in Portugal, which still works under the aspect of the 
open plan design for more than thirty years.  
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概要 
本研究では，1950 年代にイギリスで最初に導入され，その後世界的に広がったオープン・プラン学
校のプロジェクトについて紹介することを狙っている。当初は第二次世界大戦後，学校建設のコス
トを削減する目的のプロジェクトに端を発したが，その後それらの学校で新たな環境の創造や新た
な教育理論の導入が行われた。担当教員の教室設備を使わないという新たな空間への批判に対する
説明として，オープン・プランの設計思想のもと 30年以上もの間使われているエスコラ・ダ・ポン
チがその成功例として提案されている。  
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1. What is open-plan school? 
According to Staples (1971), schools design with the “open-plan” concept in mind were first 
developed in the United Kingdom, around the 1950s. The open-plan design might be described 
in a simple manner as Hamilton (1976) points that open-plan schools are buildings constructed 
minding the design without “closed” classrooms. Hamilton (1976) still goes on and demonstrate 
that open-plan schools will have the same number of students with less internal walls, regarding 
the traditional design of classrooms. This model of design is widely used in business 
environments, facilitating the work in groups and the exchange of ideas. 
Pearson (1972, apud Martinho, 2008) also writes about the first open-plan school introduced 
in the United Kingdom: 
 
Instead of offering the conventional, anonymous, box-type classroom solution, they 
deliberately broke up the space into a number of linked learning areas, each with a 
special function and character which positively invited a particular activity. Though 
the design aroused the criticism that architects were determining an educational 
pattern, all decisions were made in close collaboration with the authority’s officers 
and teachers. Variety of educational opportunity was the keynote of the whole design, 
and the object was to produce a building which, in the hands of discerning teachers, 
contributed to the processes of learning and maturing. (PEARSON, 1972). 
 
As Pearson says above, the keynote for the whole design was the possibility of variety of 
educational opportunity. The open-plan school brings new opportunities to pedagogical practices 
and the way they are approached. Avoiding the classical “box-type” design of classrooms would 
bring new challenges to students, as well as for teachers.  
However, it is also important to point that the one the sources for the open plan model was 
somehow economic. After the World War II, the concern for lowering the costs led to a new 
school design. Thus, it is possible to understand that cost lowering and the possibilities of 
implementing new ideas in education gave birth to the open plan design in schools. 
As for the the design itself and the utilization of this open space, Stables(1971) brings us an 
important note: 
 
Of the two elements comprising the term “open space”, “open” is the more basic and 
significant concept. To be meaningful and to have integrity, “openness must be 
characterized by approachability, relaxed and informal control, ease of 
communication, mutual supportiveness between teacher and student, and a stimulating 
learning environment. Thus, providing additional “space” will not alone assure 
improved learning. The potential of this approach can only be realized by the 
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utilization of “space” in terms of our commitment to provide optimum educational 
advantages for each child. (Staples, 1971) 
 
Staples points that only the open space will not change the way students learn, it is necessary 
that the teaching team, here featured as team since they do not work in a single room, but rather 
with a group of students and other teachers, must be prepared to the new standards that this new 
idea of education expects. 
In Montreal, Canada, the Elementary School Education Board is also one of the promoters of 
this kind of education. Silva (2007) brings some of the objectives proposed by the Montreal 
Education Board: 1) Search for the environment that encourage a better teacher-student 
communication; 2) Mobilize teachers for teamwork; 3) Facilitate the adjustment of school 
organization to individual differences and the continuous acquisition of knowledge in order to 
allow the vertical groupings of students; 4) Stimulate children to multiplicate personal contacts 
and, consequently,  a better socialization; 5) Facilitate multiple and several organizations, 
temporary, and sometimes, permanent transformations, allow varied modifications, thus 
providing flexibility, not only to different forms of school organization, as well as the different 
types of didactics and pedagogy; 6) Encourage all forms of student work (individually, in groups, 
free activities, etc.) according to the spirit of active school. 
Silva (2007) also presents the importance of socialization, which is one of the objectives of 
this type of educational space. The openness of this space favors the socialization through 
teamwork, aggregating one more aspect to the design. “School is a place where children learn 
through experience, keeping their imagination alive, challenging their intellectual capacities, 
taking responsibility for what they do.” (Silva, 2007). The spirit of teamwork becomes required, 
which favors interpersonal relations and the enrichment of those who work in such environment. 
 
2. Rejection of open space design 
However, the open plan model was also rejected by teachers, administrators and architects. 
They didn’t want such a radical change in schools, with the flexible concept of movable walls, 
where the open space would be adapted to attend different needs of the teaching teams. In the 
years that followed the opening of several of these schools, most part of them went back to the 
old and comfortable programs, and thus dividing the open space in classrooms with doors that 
could be closed (Brubaker, apud Martinho 2010). Brubaker still points that we would guess that 
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only a small percentage of these school are still open, but new ones have been constructed over 
the years. 
Hargreaves (1988) presents some points on how the open space design was taken back to the 
traditional classroom: 
 
Many attempted innovations flounder on this addiction to autonomy. Team- -teaching 
soon becomes turn-teaching: the teachers do not work simultaneously in the same 
classroom, but take the whole class in turn. In ‘open plan’ spaces, bookcases and 
screens of various sorts soon appear to reconstitute the walls which guard classroom 
privacy. Most secondary-school teachers lack the skills needed to work together with 
pupils. They have a defective sense of classroom cooperation. They can co-ordinate 
with one another, certainly, but in matters of collaboration, the strong form of 
cooperation, they must be judged remedial. (Hargreaves, 1988, p.207) 
 
Other reasons can be accounted for the rejection of open plan school model. Teachers bring 
with them a culture of individualism, which becomes a barrier when working inside a new 
concept of teaching in a group; it is also a natural tendency to teach in the same way one has 
learned. Also, researches show that teachers were not prepared for this pedagogy that meant to be 
innovative (Martinho 2008). 
Gislason (2009) also brings some points on disadvantages of open space schools like the lack 
of control of visual and acoustical control found in traditional classrooms. In a position of 
presentation, students or teachers cannot reach all the spectator in some cases, thus making that 
some students lose their concentration and attempt to other matters. Although, in the school 
where Gislason carried his research, teacher reported that noise and traffic do not seriously 
interfere with teaching and learning. Students also reported that they were able to tune out noise 
and traffic on the background and focus on their tasks.  
 
3. Advantages 
Inside the several possibilities of different practices inside the open plan school design, 
Martinho (2010) also brings an example of education in Information and Communication 
Technologies inside the concept of open space. In 2008, while visiting the Museum of 
Communications in Lisbon, Portugal, Martinho was able to participate in the project School of 
the Future (Escola do Futuro). He says that “even in a world favored by the 21st century 
technologies the concept might work very well.” (Martinho 2010). After his experience, he 
inquired the students and 95% preferred that model of teaching and 100% considered that they 
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have more advantages and it is indeed facilitating for learning. Martinho (2010) goes on and say 
that:  
 
The results were extremely favorable, which served to demonstrate that this kind of  
pedagogical approach has not only a great viability for implementation, as well as 
great potentialities to facilitate the teaching/learning process, especially with 
Information and Communication Technologies. (Martinho, 2010, translated by the 
author) 
 
Gislason (2009) contributes to this part when he points his opinion on what the open plan 
spaces contribute for: 
 
I also argue that the open plan architecture positively contributes to social climate at 
the school. Students whom I interviewed as part of the study expressed a preference for 
the open plan setting over conventional classrooms because the open design helps 
them socially connect with a larger number of peers than would be possible in a more 
enclosed environment. Students consequently felt more socially accepted at SES and 
better enjoyed their time in school, relative to other high schools they had attended. 
(Gislason, 2009). 
 
While these schools may not have encountered all the necessary condition to function 
properly, it doesn’t mean it was impossible for them to work well. According to Martinho (2008) 
some teachers find that the advantages in the open plan space compensate for the risks and 
difficulties involved. And, from this point of view we can observe one of several schools that still 
share the open plan design, the Escola da Ponte (Ponte School), in Portugal. 
 
4. Escola da Ponte 
The Escola da Ponte is an open plan school created in the 1970s by several educators, but 
usually giving extra attention to José Pacheco, who idealized the beginning of the school. 
Through his own words we can see how he sees his own work: 
 
In this school there are no classrooms and there are no classes. A space might, at the 
beginning of a day of work, welcome group work, might serve as dramatic expression, 
at half in the morning, and might welcome, in the end of the day, the children that are 
going to participate on the debate. In the same day, the polyvalent might be a cantina 
space, of assembly, of dramatic expression, of physical education... (Pacheco, 2001, 
translated by the author) 
 
As we can see, the division of work is completely different from the traditional model of 
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school, in which classes are divided by time and a bell dictates the flowing of the intervals. Yet, 
the work inside a closed classroom is hardly spotted in the practices of this school. Pacheco 
(2001), in his work named “Fazendo a Ponte”(Making the Ponte) also explains that the 
distribution of children only happens in situations of initiation or of transitions, being these two, 
part of the denominations given to the different levels inside the school. 
Children in the initiation level have their own space, where they learn how to read, to write 
and to “become people” (Pacheco 2001). Initiation students read and produce written material 
since the first day of school. When the first sentence appears, it is worked together with the 
teacher in a big screen through the computer. Pacheco still complements that there are two types 
of text, the “invented text” (sometimes called as “free text”) and the text that results of search, 
selection and treatment of information. What differs the initiation level from other levels in the 
school is the planning and the intervention of teachers. When the child advances to a higher level 
of autonomy that allows socialization in small groups, he/she starts to participate in small games 
assisted by other volunteer students, without leaving the initiation space. Only when the child 
presents capacities in self-planning and evaluation, research and work in small and big groups, 
he/she is able to leave this level. 
The transition level is a shorter level where children that just arrived at the school spend 
some time to understand the structures of the new school. Usually these children come from 
other schools with psychological reports elaborated by psychologists, doctors, etc. The transition 
level serves for these children to re-acquire self-esteem and to get integrated in the community 
(Pacheco 2001). 
From there on, there are the development levels, which are the ones students walk freely 
through the several spaces inside the school, and live together like in a family structure, without 
class division or school years. This is the level where the students decide what they are going to 
study, form the groups and are supervised by the teaching team.  
A very interesting description of how this level works was given to Rubem Alves(2001), 
renowned Brazilian educator and writer, when he had the chance to visit the school for the first 
time. At the school, Pacheco, the current Principal at that time, received him, but instead of 
showing him the school, asked the first student that passed near them and asked her to show 
Alves the school: 
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“We don’t have, like in other schools, classrooms. We don’t have separated classes, 1st 
year, 2nd year, 3rd year... We also don’t have classes, where one teacher teaches a 
subject. We learn like this: we form small groups with common interest in a subject, we 
gather with a teacher and she, with us, establishes a work program of 15 days, giving 
guidance about what and where we should search. We use a lot of internet resources. 
At the end of the 15 days, we gather again and evaluate what we learned. If what we 
learned was appropriate, that group dissolves, forms another one to study another 
subject.” (Alves, 2001, translated by the author) 
 
Alves, in his book, “The school I always dreamed of but never imagined it could 
exist”(2001), writes several chronicles about his visits and experiences in Escola da Ponte. 
Another important aspect of how the Escola da Ponte practices are carried is the importance 
given to the singularity of each student. The Escola da Ponte Educational Project (EP), updated 
in 2003, clearly defines how each student should be acknowledged by the educational team, 
when it says that “the individual and specific needs of each student should be answered 
singularly, since the singular characteristics of each student implicates different shapes of 
apprehend reality” (EP, 2003). It goes on and states that “every student has special educational 
needs, expressing itself in different social and cognitive learning forms” (EP, 2003). 
This could also be related to the work of the Brazilian educator and researcher Paulo Freire, 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed (2007), which emphasizes the need to understand the student 
background, turning to the point that one understands that every student has his/her own 
characteristics and personality, pulling the attention to the individual inside a group. Freire also 
writes about the autonomy of each individual in another of his works, the Pedagogy of the 
Autonomy, when he cites that “The respect to autonomy and to the dignity of each one is an 
ethical imperative and not a favor that we can or cannot grant to each other.” (Freire, 1997). 
When questioned about the teaching team in an interview to the Revista Escola (School 
Magazine) in Brazil, Pacheco says that the teachers that want to work at the Escola da Ponte do 
not need any kind of specific education to join the team. The normal education course, a concern 
about the traditional education standard, the understanding that there are other educational logics 
and the will to work in such an environment are the qualities asked of teachers that want to join 
the school (Revista, 2011). 
Still on the teaching team matter, the school EP also brings the aspects of this group when it 
explain that “the educational guide cannot be understood as a teaching pilot, or, a professional 
entangled in an instructive logic centered in traditional practices of teaching, which drives the 
access of students to a encoded and predetermined knowledge.” (EP, 2003). Teacher are also 
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invited to materialize the educational project of the school, to co-guide the student course 
through his educational life and to support their learning processes. 
The traditional school assessment is also not present in the Escola da Ponte practices and, 
with this, the concept of passing or failing a school year is also gone.  Pacheco (2001) states that 
the concept of assessment cannot be present in a school that aims a flexible program regarding 
the students’ development, thus, making traditional assessment not compatible with the schools 
principles. 
Although the traditional assessment is not present, the students and their guides are co-
responsible to evaluate their own work. “The learning course, the evaluation of the student’s 
work, as well as the more relevant documents accomplished, will be in the individual process of 
the student. This document will try to evidence the development of the student on the several 
dimensions of his/her school course. 
The following table attempts to compare some of the characteristics of the Escola da Ponte 
and the traditional method of education: 
 
School Comparison Traditional School Ponte 
Time About 4 to 8 hours per day About 8 hours per day 
Lessons Fixed by time Not fixed by time 
Classroom Divided by number of students and level Only first level separated (groups) 
Teaching Staff Classroom Teacher Subject facilitator 
Lesson Topics 
Prepared by the teacher and presented 
during class 
Students choose from a list every 15 
days 
Assessment Done by the teachers 
Done by the students in group and 
individually 
Lesson Style 
Passive Learning 
Teacher Oriented 
Active Learning 
Freedom of choice 
 
During the time the school has been working with the open plan space design, several 
criticisms surrounded the work of the institution. Many asked about the freedom given to the 
students and how it would influence the learning. The fact of students choosing what they want 
to learn led critics to think that it would lead to chaos. Pacheco (2001) clarifies this aspects when 
he points that students do have freedom to choose from inside a list of subjects teachers prepare 
every 15 days.  
The freedom in Escola da Ponte should not be mistaken as anarchy, or, in other words, the 
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practices expect students to experience democracy, but within a list of options, so it is possible to 
follow the development of each student. When a student does not seem to choose between any of 
the subjects proposed for the 15 days “teachers act as persuaders, more or less democratic.” 
Pacheco (2001).  
Still on the matter of freedom, Pacheco (2001) deepens a bit more and says that: 
 
Freedom is mitigated even more by the need of accountability. At the end of the 15 
days of work, the device “what I have done and what I have learned during the 15 
days” is sort of report in which each student registers what they have done, what they 
haven’t, what they learned and what not. The possibility of personal choice of what is 
enrolled in the “plan of the day” is, in turn, subject to the “15-day plan”. (Pacheco, 
2001, translated by the author) 
 
Silva (2007) also complements that “every freedom has limits, there is choice within the 
possible”. It is not a matter of letting the student free to choose whatever he/she thinks fits better, 
but to lead them to work in an environment that could free them from any inhibition, develop and 
progress by themselves. (Silva, 2007). 
The families of the students are also invited to participate in several activities with the school 
and they also participate in all the decisions. In his interview Pacheco states that “over the 30 
years of the Escola da Ponte, there were several attempts from the government to try to terminate 
the school project, but, although the teachers and members of the school having to follow the 
regulations of the government, when they did not find resistance anymore, they encountered the 
parents that always tried to defend the school.” (Revista, 2011) 
The Escola da Ponte is still open in Portugal, working with the same educational project and 
the open plan school design. Other examples, based on the Escola da Ponte model can be found 
in several countries, some, of course, with variations in their constitution. 
 
5. Examples in Brazil 
In Brazil it is possible to find examples of school that work with the open plan school design. 
Due to the significant connection between Portugal and Brazil, ideas from both countries are 
exchanged in several matters. 
In São Paulo, the biggest city and economical pole of Brazil, there is the Politeia School, 
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which develops an education program based on the democratic education concept. Although the 
architecture of the school is more limited than the one in the Escola da Ponte, it understands the 
importance of singularity and individual growth of each student. 
Also, the author of this paper had the chance to stay one year in a school as an internship for 
the graduation thesis. The final report was the result of a six month observation of a classroom of 
the 3rd year of elementary school, where the students had a participative class council. in other 
words, the students had a bimestrial council with teachers, school staff and others members of 
the school in order to analyze opinions, assessment, and problems inside the school. Although 
not an open space school, or an institution totally based on democratic education, this small step 
was, somehow, leading to a more democratic standard of education. 
 
6. Final remarks 
The open plan school design has been in the educational world for several years already. 
Several attempts in different environments and cultures have been taken, aiming for a more 
democratic profile of education. Although the first schools created observing this model were a 
result of cost cutting, they were also originated from the attempt to introduce new ideas in the 
educational practices. 
Singularity and respect for each individual make an important aspect of this design, as for 
each students there is the need to understand and work his/her own identity and learning 
experience. The work of teachers also play an important part in the flow of the activities, 
although it might seem hard to join an environment that differs so much from the traditional 
standard of education, in which these teachers have probably studied during their own school life. 
The Escola da Ponte example brings one the most recognized schools of the open plan design 
concept and, shows that it is possible for such a distinct project to work throughout the years. 
Over the past 30 years the Escola da Ponte has worked with several students, coming from 
different environments, with the most varied list of problems pointed by psychologists and 
doctors, which managed to graduate and live a normal life. 
Other countries, like Canada, that also has a proper open plan school system, or the United 
Kingdom, where this design had its origin, still carry some of these schools. 
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